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A SPECIAL DISCUSSION FOR MY HISTORY CLASSES 
Prexy Nesbitt 
Columbia College 
March2006 
About fifteen years ago, a special friend of mine, an author and journalist, Hugh Lewin, 
who spent seven years in prison in South Africa before being permanently 'exiled' by 
. the apartheid government, published a high school textbook in Harare, Zimbabwe~ The 
book was entitled People and Power: An O-level History textbook for Zimbabwe. It came 
out in 1991 during a period that President Robert Mugabe's government was doing things 
for the people, as opposed to the ways in which it does things against the people today. 
My friend, Hugh, gave me a copy of the book and I have never forgotten one particular 
passage in the books 13th chapter, called" The United States of America: the greatest 
industrial power of them all." Because of its lucidity, I quote it at length below: 
· "How do we begin looking at the USA? 
A German propagandist once said: 'The 
bigger the lie, the easier it is for people 
to believe.' It is with this idea in mind that 
we should look at the history of the United 
States ... The ruling class of the United States 
of America has been able to propagate an 
image of its history that totally ignores the 
· history of working people and of people who 
'are not white or not English-speaking ... 
In writing this chapter we are confronting 
an enormous historical lie-an untruth that 
we see repeated in different ways every day 
through almost every form of American 
commercial entertainment. In Africa, the 
myths of European colonial history have 
now been exposed. Why then is the white 
middle class version of American history not 
. questioned? Is it that it is simply packaged and 
sold too well?" 
It is now 2006. I have not discussed my friend Hugh's publication for many years. In 
fact, I have not even discussed his much more recent publication, Bandiet: Out of Jail, 
a re-visiting of his time in prison with the backdrop of a free South Africa and a new set 
or world circumstances. 
Today, truths are steadily filtering down to the people in the USA. Despite "embedded" 
journalists who are only now beginning to expose one of the biggest lies of all, the so-
called "War to liberate Iraq," books, documentaries, and living testimonials like Hotel 
Rwanda and Satchmo Blows Up the World; are awakening the American people. Now 
we understand much more clearly the pattern of textbook companies like Scott Foresman 
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to publish only the textbooks that maintain and maximize their sales figures to entities 
like the State of Texas' Education Departments that will buy annually $350-500 million 
worth of books so long as those books only contain ~aterial that will not threaten or 
critique the network of myths and fabrications that keep American families unthinking, 
uncritical l>elievers in the big lies.(The current raging controversy about evolution vs. 
creationism is a case-in-point) 
It is critical this question, this subject matter of what truths you are exposed to and which 
, are you not, as you are educated and socialized in the United States. As I mentioned 
before in this class, this immense void(this true "darkness") in the educational system of 
this country is what motivated Vermont sociology professor James Loewen to write his 
now-familiar book, Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History , 
· Textbook Got Wrong. ·1t also moved an investigative journalist named Milton Allimadi to 
write a penetrating little 2002 book called The Hearts of Darkness that lays bare the racial 
stereotyping of African people by the major American print and electronic media 
By the way, the voiding process that takes place in school after school in this country 
results in a selective "black out-no,WHITE OUT." It is class-shaped, this "iging of Africa 
and other Third World countries. It has long struck me how in the elementary schools of 
Berkeley and Mill Valley, California, in the classrooms of Cambridge,Massachusetts, 
Princeton,New Jersey and Palo Alto,California, they learn that Africa is not a country; 
they learn the capitals and appreciate Africa's leaders ... beyond Mandela ... from · 
Nyerere and Cabral to Nkrumah and Ben Barka. Knowing about the ancient university in 
Timbuktu, and visiting Ibadan University of today, they are.not surprised that it is · 
· Nigerian immigrants who have a greater number of PhDs than any other immigrant 
community landing on the USA' s shores and into US airports. 
. . 
With all these thoughts and observations swirling in and out of my head, I was absolutely 
struck with a piece that I found on the web this morning by Howard Zinn from the April 
2006 issue of the Progressive magazine. It is titled "Why so many Americans are so 
easily fooled" and appears below in its entirety: (Those of you who want to look further 
into some of the areas that Zinn mentions are encouraged to look at a two volume study 
that deeply influenced me when it first appeared, namely: Manufacturing Consent: The 
Political Economy of the Mass Media by Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman, 
1988). I share all these thoughts with you ,because I firmly believe that thinking critically 
about the USA helps enable us to think critically about Africa, about history, in general, 
and about our own roles in "the big scheme of things." 
America's Blinders 
. By Howard Zinn 
The Progressive 
April 2006 Issue 
<http://progressive.org/mag zinn0406> 
Now that most Americans no longer believe in the war, now that they no 
longer trust Bush and his Administration, now that the evidence of 
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deception has become overwhelming (so overwhelming that even the major 
media, always late, have begun to register indignation), we might ask: 
How come so many people were so easily fooled? 
The question is important because it might help us understand why 
Americans--members of the media as well as the ordinary citizen--rushed 
to declare their support as the President was sending troops halfway 
around the world to Iraq. 
A small example of the innocence (or obsequiousness, ·to be more exact) 
• of the press is the way it reacted to Colin Powell's presentation in 
February 2003 to the Security Council, a month before the invasion, a 
speech which may have set a record for the number of falsehoods told in 
one talk. In it, Powell confidently rattled off his "evidence": 
satellite photographs, audio records, reports from informants, with 
precise statistics on how many gallons of this and that existed for 
chemical warfare. The New York Times was breathless with admiration. 
The Washingt6n Post editorial was titled "Irrefutable" and declared 
that after Powell's talk "it is hard to imagine how anyone could doubt 
that Iraq possesses weapons of mass destruction." 
It seems to me there are two reasons, which go deep into our national 
culture, and which help explain the vulnerability of the press and of 
the citizenry to outrageous lies whose consequences bring death to tens 
of thousands of people. If we can understand those reasons, we can 
guard ourselves better agairist being deceived. 
Qne is in the dimension of time, that is, an absence of historical 
perspective. The other is in the dimension of space, that is, an 
inability to think outside the boundaries of nationalism. We are penned 
in by the arrogant idea that this country is the center of the 
universe, exceptionally virtuous, admirable, superior. 
If we don't know history, then we are ready meat for carnivorous 
politicians and the intellectuals and journalists who supply the 
carving knives. I am not speaking of the history we learned in school, 
a history subservient to our political leaders, from the much-admired 
Founding Fathers to the Presidents of recent years. I mean a history 
which is honest about the past. If we don't know that history, then any 
President can stand up to the battery of microphones, declare that we 
must go to war, and we will have no basis for challenging him. He will 
say that the nation ii in danger, that democracy and liberty are at 
stake, and that we must therefore send ships and planes to destroy our 
new enemy, and we will have no reason to disbelieve him. 
But if we know some history, if we know how many times Presidents have 
made similar declarations to the country, and how they turned out to be 
l1es, we will not be fooled. Although some of us may pride ourselves 
that we were never fooled, we still might accept as our civic duty the 
responsibility to buttress our fellow citizens against the ~endacity of 
our high officials. 
We would remind whoever we can that President Polk lied to the nation 
about the reason for going to war with Mexico in 1846. It wasn't that 
Mexico "shed American blood upon the American soil," but that Polk, and 
the slave-owning aristocracy, coveted half of Mexico. 
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classes. Only Marxists do that, although James Madison, "Father of the 
Constitution," said, thirty years before Marx was born that there was 
an inevitable conflict in society between those who had property and 
those who did not. 
Our present leaders are not so candid. They bombard us with phrases 
like "national interest," "national security," and "national defense" 
as if all of these concepts applied equally to all of us, colored or 
white, rich or poor, as if General Motors and Halliburton have the same 
interests as the rest of us, as if George Bush has the same interest as 
· the young. man or woman he sends to war. 
Surely, in the history of lies told to the population, this is the 
biggest lie. In the history of secrets, withheld from the American 
p~ople, this is the biggest secret: that there are classes with 
different interests in this country. To ignore that--not to know that 
the history of our country is a history of slaveowner against slave, 
landlord against tenant, corporation against worker, rich against poor-
-is to render us helpless before all the lesser lies told to us by 
people in power. 
If we as citizens start out with an understanding that these people up 
there--the President, the Congress, the Supreme Court, all those 
institutions pretending to be "checks and balances"--do not have our 
interests at heart, we are on a course towards the truth. Not to know 
that is to make us helpless before determined liars. 
The deeply ingrained belief-~no, not from birth . but from the 
educationa.l system and from our culture in general--that the United 
States is an especially virtuous nation makes us especially vulnerable 
to government deception. It starts early, in the first grade, when we 
are compelled to "pledge allegiance" (before we even know what that 
means), forced to proclaim that we are a nation with "liberty and 
justice for all." 
And then come the countless ceremonies, whether at the ballpark or 
elsewher·e, where we are expected to stand and bow our heads during . the 
singing of the "Star-Spangled Banner," announcing that we are "the land 
of the free and the home of the brave." There is also the unofficial 
national anthem "God Bless America," and you are looked on with 
suspicion if you ask why we . would expect God to single out this one 
nation--just 5 percent of the world's population--for his or her 
blessing. If your starting point for evaluating the world around you is 
the firm belief that this nation is somehow endowed by Providence with 
unique qualities that make it morally superior to every other nation on 
Earth, then you are not likely to question the President when he says 
we are sending our troops here or there, or bombing this or that, in 
order to spread our values-~democracy, liberty, and let's not forget 
free enterprise--to some God-forsaken (literally) place in the world. 
It becomes necessary then, if we are going to protect ourselves and our 
fellow citizens against policies that will be . disastrous not oniy for 
other people but for Americans too, that we face some facts that 
disturb the idea of a uniquely virtuous nation. 
These facts are embarrassing, but must be faced if we are to be honest. 
We must face our long history of ethnic cleansing, in which millions of 
Indians were driven off their land by means of massacres and forced 
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evacuations. And our long history, still not behind us, of slavery, 
segregation, and racism. We must face our record of imperial conquest, 
in the Caribbean and in the Pacific, our shameful wars against small 
countries a tenth our size: Vietnam, Grenada, Panama, Afghanistan, 
Iraq. And the lingering memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It is not a 
history of which we can be proud. 
Our leaders have taken it for granted, and planted that belief in the 
minds of many people, that we are entitled, because of our moral 
superiority, to dominate the world. At the end of World War II, Henry 
Luce, with an arrogance appropriate to the owner of Time, Life, and 
Fortune, pronounced this "the American century," saying that victory in 
the war gave the United States the right "to exert upon the world the 
full impact of our influence, for such purposes as we see fit and by 
such means as we see fit." 
Both the Republican and Democratic parties have embraced this notion. 
George Bush, in his Inaugural Address on January 20, 2005, said that 
spreading liberty around the wo~ld was "the calling of our time." Years 
before that, in 1993, President Bill Clinton, speaking at a West Point 
commencement, declared: "The values you learned here ... will be able 
to spread throughout this country and throughout the world and give 
other people the opportunity to live as you have lived, to fulfill your 
God-given capacities." 
What is the idea of our moral superiority based on? Surely not on our 
behavior toward people in other parts of the world. Is it based on how 
well people in the United States live? The World Health Organization in 
2000 ranked countries in terms of overall health performance, and the 
United States was thirty-seventh on the list, though it spends more per 
capita for health care than any other nation. One of five children in 
this, the richest country in the world, is born in poverty. There are 
more than forty countries that have better records on infant mortality. 
Cuba does better. And there is a sure sign of sickness in society when 
. we lead the world in the number of people in prison--more than two 
million. 
A more honest estimate of ourselves as a nation would prepare us all 
for the next barrage of lies that will accompany the next proposal to 
inflict our power on some other part of the world. It might also 
inspire us to create a different history for ourselves, by taking our 
country away from the liars and killers who govern it, and by rejecting 
nationalist arrogance, so that we can join the rest of the human race 
in the common cause of peace and justice. 
Howard Zinn is the co-author, with Anthony Arnove, of "Voices of a 
People's History of the United States." 
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